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Slow burn

Robyn Backen’s ‘If you do not speak,
do I speak for you?’

Jlehn Murphy, Sydney

Tap
Robvn Backen, _|f.l o ol ot -‘rin'li'_ aa I .I,'.-r.rﬂ'_ﬁ'r.l _p".-.": M5,
installation wiew, Incinemeor Art Space, Sydsey, 2015 phow: Tan Haobls

Chpasite

Walver Burley Geriffen, drawing of the planned incinerator for Willowghby,
Mew Souch Wales, o 1930=37, from the Erc Mileon MNicholls collection,
Matianal Library of Ausralia, Canberra: nla.picoyn3 4572

COn a wer weekday afternoon in f‘;:irttrulrﬂ 1934, the Mayor
of Willoughby epened the Council's new incinerator before
60 gucsts. Although the incinerator replaced an open tip ar
the portentously named Flar Rock Gully, its approval had
been disputed. The contract was awarded to the Reverbera

tory Incinerator and Engineering Company (RIECo), which
collaborated with the architect Walter Burley Grifhn and
his associate Eric Nicholls in constructing 12 incinerators,
six of which have survived as architecrural monuments with
renewed funcrions. As RIECo's dde denotes, one of its inno-
vations was to reverberate the incineraror’s functions: its hear
was reflected for other purposes, including the sterilisation of
sanitary pans.

Reverberation is also a capable term for the history of
the Willoughby Incinerator. ‘The opposition to its construc-
tion resurfaced in the mid-1970s in a wish o demolish it;
the past disposal of refuse was counterpoised when the build
ing became a restaurant, its ovens appeasing 1980s palares.
.-l-h{' in-c:invrm:m irﬁl,,:]f. WAL li_'[]rlzll.”['ll'_'d
by fire before it was reinvented hnally
as a Council art space. In September
this year it was one of the hosts of the
inaugural Willoughby Visual Arts Bien-
nial, Its theme, 'Imaginil‘.lg Place’, was
an especially tertile one for the I':-Lli]-:linl;,
and the sculpror and installation arvist
Robyn Backen was invited to react to
the site, working with curator Venita
Poblocki and mentoring local ardist
Sarah Firzgerald.

The Willoughby Incineraror steps
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a series of skillions; like the digestive
system, it was fed at the top floor, and
the garbage fell through chutes undl incineration was com-
pleted and its residue was discharged as ash, re-used partly for
road base. Backen's installarion rook place in the building’s
lowest Aoor, where incineration occurred before the residue
was released into a quenching chamber. The installation
]*.u:g-ﬂr] with qllﬂrﬂ‘l‘i{]r].‘i from the American phjr':-uil_'i?.L Richard
Feynman, who described the [letumnenuu of fire in a way
that combined theoretical an|lit:'rit:;|1i::|r| with animistic un-
dertones. Atoms of oxygen ‘would prefer to be closer’ to those
of carbon in wood, and with sufhcient stimulation the atoms
‘bump against each other’, they ‘jiggle faster and faster” and
snap together'.! The resulr of this feverish exchange is fire,
"The quotations from Feynman moved across an introductory
screen until the texe itself became atomised, breaking apar
before rn:ﬂ'urmi:]g into words.

Backen's selection of quotations suggested her interest
in fire as a form of modon; the COMPONENts ot her installation
were volatile — they jiggled and reverberated with each other
and the building,. Private thoughrs and public forces were also
intertwined. For some visitors, her quorations from Feynman

may have ‘snapped together’ with the analysis of Grithn's
incinerarors made by his wife and fellow architect Marion
Mahony Griffin. Feynman contributed to the Manhatan
Project’s development of the atomic bomb, and afrer the
Second World War Marion Grifhn identified the Pyrmont
Incinerator as a unique record of twentieth-century civilisa-
tion, one that had been emphasised by the ‘smashing of the
atom’. In strange exalted terms she specified the metaphysical
ql.mliri::-&. of the incinerator’s ornament, ‘the record of what
remains when martter is destroyed’.”

Poised within the room was a slender tower, constructed
by Backen as a type of furnace. We were permitted 1o enter
and borrow its privacy, but the enclosure was permeable, like
the wamb, to dizembodied voices, and the question ']f}'uu do
not speak, do | speak for you?' was heard. Voiced by different
speakers, it was repeated as an incantation w bring forth =
]'I;_".;]_l.:[iI:II'l. ! |-Ill:' il1|;r_'rnrl] "a‘r'ﬂ”q l.-ll:- TI\I:" l.,‘|1:1r'|t]‘.-:‘r WOre ﬂli:"r'-!,‘ LC¥ E¥LAT
presence and caprured the sound of any movement or word
The sounds were recorded or ‘burnc’, as
Backen phrased it, so their residue was
kept. The experience within this dark
retort resembled the inivial step made
by alchemists, the blackening or nigredo
stage that began purification by slow
fhire, associated psychologically with
releasing the rotten marter of falseness.

On leaving the tower, we may
have observed a silent film pla}'jng on
a shelf of space above us. Within this
context, the r:,'p:,"riﬁnn of irs '-.-L']'t'l:r!li[]g
recalled the behaviour of fire: it splut-
tered, asserted itself and disappeared
before Haring again to life. The archival
film promoted the secluded estate in
Sydney’s Middle Harbour designed as a model suburb by the

Griffins. Occupying an elevated position, the flm’s ﬁgur:h

appeared like disporting spirits, empyrean in their removal
from the room’s machinery and untroubled by the routines
of refuse and its disposal. The excerpr recorded a dance
performed on an apron of land, surrounded by the wooded
foreshores of Middle Cove. Dressed in improvised Arabian
costumes, the dancers evoked the fairytale exoticism of the
ballet Scheherazade; at the same time, they bumped againse
our awareness of contemporary politics and iigglud towards
another reaction.

l. See L"ﬂ.-':r-'._;.u:ru.'u'u':'r.m:.':l-"'l.".r.'.'n:.".r:’.'"-."-'.’ J:":'J."_i_ur'l'j.ur.il.". accessed 25 aCpLCm-
bier 2001 5.

2. Quorted in D L. Johnson, “The Grifin Ricco incinerators’, Architer
turad Arraciation I'Era.-.lrj'.*r.':}'. Kuiumn 1971, Pp- -
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Nola Anderson is an independent arts curaror and writer
and Chair of the Board of the Canberra Glassworks: Chris-
tina Barton is Direcror of the Adam Art Gallery Te Pitaka
loi, Wellington; Gabriella Coslovich is a Melbourne
arts journalist, former senior arts writer with The Age

newspaper, and former editor of the National Gallery of

Victorias Crallery magazine; Wystan Curnow is a Trustee
of the Len Lye Foundation; Max Delany is Senior Cura-
tor, Convemporary Art at the National Gallery of Vicworia,
Melbourne; Julie Ewington was, until recently, Curatorial
Manager, Australian Art at the Queensland Ar Gallery /
Gallery of Modern Arr, Brisbane; now based in Sydney,
she is an independent writer, curator and broadeaster:
John Freeland currently collects and writes on Australian
and Japanese ceramics; Dr Diane Losche holds a Master
of Philosophy and PhD in Anthropology from Columbia
University and a Bachelor of Ares from Barnard College
magna cum laude; Dr Marco Marcon is co-founder and
Director at International Art Space (formerly known as
IASKA); John Murphy is an independent curator based in
Sydney; Nina Seja is a writcr, curator and academic; she is
the author of the photographic history baok PhotoForum
at 40: Counterculrre, Clusters, and Debare in Merp Fealand
{(Rim Books, 2014); Daniel Thomas AM, a former art-
muscum curator and director (ar the Art Gallery of New
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of South Australia) is now retired and living in Tasinianks

Vivienne Webb is a freelance curaror and writer; Khadija
von Zinnenburg Carroll is an editor of Thing Texr based in

London and artist researcher at the University of Oxford;

she is the author of Arr in the Time ,.,Ialr".r ol my (2014) with a

PhD from Harvard University on Aboriginal ar
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